The role of childhood abuse in HPA-axis reactivity in Social Anxiety Disorder: a pilot study.
Studies on depression have found that childhood abuse (CA) is associated with a persistent sensitization of the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA)-axis to stress in adulthood. So far, it is unknown whether this HPA-axis sensitization is specific to depression, or whether this is a more general outcome associated with CA in patients with mood and anxiety disorders. The aim of this study was to investigate whether CA is associated with enhanced cortisol reactivity to psychosocial stress in Social Anxiety Disorder (SAD). Salivary cortisol levels before, during, and after exposure to psychosocial stress (i.e., Trier Social Stress Task, TSST) in SAD patients with a history of childhood abuse (SAD+CA, n=9) were compared to cortisol levels in SAD patients without a history of childhood abuse (SAD-CA, n=9), patients with PTSD related to childhood abuse (n=16), and healthy controls without a history of childhood abuse (n=16). Analyses showed that the SAD+CA group had a strongly increased cortisol reactivity (mean peak: 17.5+/-1.9 nmol/l) compared to SAD-CA (mean peak: 9.0+/-1.1 nmol/l), PTSD (mean peak: 9.0+/-1.1 nmol/l) and healthy controls (mean peak: 9.6+/-1.4 nmol/l), whereas baseline cortisol levels did not differ. The enhanced increase in the SAD+CA group was not explained by stronger anxiety in response to the TSST. Consistent with the findings in depression, these results show for the first time that childhood abuse is also associated with strongly increased cortisol reactivity in SAD. When replicated in a larger sample, these findings may have important implications for the treatment of SAD.